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This paper addresses the concept of moderate conserv-
atism, which I use to emphasise how sexual life and 
practices serve as a distinction of Christianity for 
Russian Baptists. By moderate conservatism within 
the sexual sphere, I refer to the belief that sex is only 
permissible between legitimate spouses, though it is 
not reduced solely to procreation. A married Russian 
Baptist may have multiple purposes, ultimate goals, 
and good reasons to engage in sexual relations with a 
spouse, some of which extend beyond those indicated 
by the Baptists themselves. This analysis highlights 
their moderate conservatism as being of paramount 
importance to Russian Baptists in terms of manifesting 
and implementing their everyday religiosity. I argue 
that this moderate conservatism in the sexual sphere 
is a performative display of living the particular type of 
Christianity that Russian Baptism preaches as Biblical 
Christianity. I illustrate this assumption by analysing 
sex as an ethical affordance.
I draw on Webb Keane’s (2016) profound interdisci-
plinary study into what constitutes understandings of an 
‘ethical life’. Keane’s attempts to find a middle ground 
between naturalistic and cultural relativist views on 
ethics and morality are, in this respect, outstanding in 
the field of the anthropology of morality and ethics 
(Zigon 2008; Lambeck 2010; Faubion 2011; Fassin 
2012; Brodwin 2013; Laidlaw 2013). Keane (2016) 
views morality as a product of individual agencies 
and ethics as a social system, within which individual 
moralities operate. He examines the ethical life on 
three levels: the formation of self; relations with others; 
and the intersubjective third-person level. This model 
results in the idea of affordances, namely ‘any aspects 
of people’s experiences and perceptions that they might 
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draw on in the process of making ethical evaluations 
and decisions, whether consciously or not’ (ibid.: 27). 
I regard sex as one type of affordance for a born-again 
Russian Baptist. This affordance is not clearly intended 
(or presumably not by God) to be publicly regarded as 
a display of Christian ethics, however it is conveniently 
employed in this role. While people outside of the 
Baptist community may also engage in sexual practices 
within a generally similar ethical framework, Russian 
Baptists, both consciously and unconsciously, engage 
in their sexualities as a moral implementation of their 
everyday lived Christianity.
My article contributes to the ongoing debate in 
research and public discussion on the role of gender and 
sexuality discourses – the issues of abortion, divorce, 
same-sex relations, and chastity – in modern-day 
Evangelical Christianity (see, for instance, Gallagher 
2003; Marsden 2006; Erzen 2006). I present my 
perspective on why these topics are central to the 
Evangelical message projected to the outside world. 
As I will attempt to demonstrate, these issues are the 
most illustrative example of Christian morals, which 
are offered as an alternative to the multiple and vague 
secular understandings of morality.
The interconnection of studies of gender and 
religion has become somewhat mainstream in anthro-
pology since the work of Saba Mahmood (2005) on 
female agency in patriarchal religious discourse. 
However, a lack of mutual interest in the scholarship 
on gender and the study of religion continues (Gemzöe 
and Keinänen 2016), although it has been successfully 
overcome (for instance, see Gemzöe, Keinänen, and 
Maddel 2016). The recurrent themes in these works 
are lived religion, feminist theology, and the study of 
masculinities in a religious context.
I base my assumptions on the understanding of 
Russian Baptist praxis as a ‘lived religion’ (Orsi 1985); 
not merely an identity marker or a family tradi-
tion, but a total commitment to the biblical message 
as the Baptists themselves interpret it. In order to 
comprehend this reading and its implementation, one 
has to study Evangelical hermeneutics, such as the 
theological interpretation of biblical tenets and their 
practical application to everyday life. Anthropology 
has neglected theology until recently (Robbins 2006; 
Lemons 2018), but since my early encounters with 
Russian Baptists, I could hardly overestimate the 
centrality of theology in every crucial aspect of their 
faith, including the narratives on conversion, Christian 
life, ministries, and missions (Mikeshin 2016).
I argue here that sex is an ethical affordance for 
Russian Baptists. I first discuss the methodological 
challenges of discussing sex and gender in a conserva-
tive Evangelical community. Second, I introduce the 
Russian Baptist community and discuss the way in 
which its moral narrative has formed throughout its 
history on Russian soil. Third, I unpack the gender 
order that is practiced in the community. After that, I 
concentrate on sex – one of the most distinctive ethical 
affordances for the community. I conclude with a brief 
summary of my arguments.
31
The methodological challenges of study-
ing sex and gender in the Russian Baptist 
community
I began my study of the Russian Baptist community 
in 2011. For my doctoral dissertation, I conducted 
ethnographic fieldwork in 2014-2015 on the rehabili-
tation ministry for addicted people. The rehabilitation 
programme is predominantly based on the study of the 
Bible. I stayed in various rehabilitation facilities as a full-
time participant, although I was always open about my 
research intentions. Due to the programme’s strict set of 
rules, I could not conduct lengthy recorded interviews. 
Nonetheless, I had the advantage of living through the 
rehabilitation process, embodying all of the associated 
physical and emotional challenges (excluding hangovers 
and cravings for drugs), and of actively participating in 
all of the discussions while meticulously taking notes 
in my notebook. My focus in that research project was 
on the narrative of conversion, through an analysis of 
the interpretations of the Russian Synodal translation 
of the Bible in a rehabilitation context.
Engaging in my current five-year, group-research 
project entitled ‘Religion, Self and the Ethical Life’ 
at the University of Helsinki, I focus on the study of 
gender norms and family values in Russian Baptist 
morality and ethics through in-depth interviews and 
participation in church services and seminars. Concur-
rently, I have continued with my analysis of narratives 
of conversion achieved through drug rehabilitation, in 
prison, or at homelessness ministries, as well as other 
means of adult conversion. Since Perestroika and after 
the liberalisation of religion in the late 1980s, Russian 
Evangelicalism has been highly impacted by these 
adult conversions, and this applies particularly to the 
community I work with, namely Russian Baptists in 
Saint Petersburg and north-western Russia. Many of 
the small-town churches in my study had either been 
established by the rehabilitation ministry or were 
predominately filled with converts from it.
This factor affects most of the interviews I 
conducted for my current project, because the majority 
– though not all – of interviewees have a specific ‘past’ 
that they reflect on. While it is conventionally believed 
that every born-again Christian has had a sinful past 
prior to conversion, the latter of which is seen as a 
responsible decision taken by an adult individual, an 
adult who converts through rehabilitation or prison 
ministries tends to have substantial life experiences to 
reflect on. Their stories almost always include sexual 
immorality in one form or another. I will discuss this 
issue further in the next section.
My own position as a fieldwork researcher is 
somewhat unique. On the one hand, all of my inter-
viewees have always been supportive, friendly, and 
willing to discuss whatever I am interested in, particu-
larly those who have known me for many years. On the 
other hand, as I am not a member of the community 
or even a Christian, I have always been regarded as 
a potential convert who has been led by God to the 
community, and who is somewhat delusional in 
considering this call a mere research interest. Being 
married with children, neither smoking nor drinking 
alcohol, I present a decent public image for my inform-
ants, but this further encourages their constant conver-
sion attempts. Anyone with whom they communicate 
outside of their community is regarded as a potential 
convert, as this is what the Great Commission calls 
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them to do.1 They consider those like me, who express 
a genuine interest in their beliefs and activities, as 
people who hear God’s call but fail to fully recognise it.
As a man engaging with this conservative Evan-
gelical community, I am mainly only able to discuss 
issues of gender and sex with men. I attempted to ask 
both men and women in the community about the 
possibility of interviewing women or married couples, 
but I was informed that this first had to be discussed 
with the pastor, then within the family, and that the 
list of topics and questions would be limited to general 
issues and would probably be revised in advance. My 
exploration of the gender order and sex in the Russian 
Baptist community has therefore been conducted with 
an awareness of my analytical partiality.
Russian Baptists and public morals
The Russian Baptist Church is a relatively old Evan-
gelical Protestant community in Russia. The church 
has lived through various restructuring and reorgan-
ising processes, instigated both by the state and by its 
leadership. Its emergence on Russian soil can be traced 
to the 1860s, when the first Russians converted to this 
then newly-emergent version of Christianity. Although 
Protestantism in Russia had existed long before the 
1860s, it was predominantly represented by foreign 
diasporas. Russian Evangelicals first appeared in three 
main regions: the Caucasus, Ukraine, and the capital 
city of Saint Petersburg (Nikolskaia 2009; Karetnikova 
1999; Sinichkin 2017).
In the Caucasus, many members of exiled old-
Russian sectarian movements, such as the Molokans, 
Dukhobors, and Khlysts, were (re)converted by Baptist 
and Mennonite missionaries. These movements were 
formed at different times, but shared a similar purpose: 
to purify their Christianity by rejecting the superfici-
ality and hypocrisy of the clergy, icons, liturgy, rituals, 
and Holy Tradition, and by ‘coming back’ to the seem-
ingly apostolic form of Christianity and, in most cases, 
a literal reading of the Bible. In Ukraine, a similar 
process occurred. Influenced by the German and Dutch 
churches, Stundist communities focused on developing 
meticulous Bible study; they later served as a basis for 
the Baptist and Evangelical Christian churches.
The most unusual case occurred in Saint Petersburg, 
where Evangelicalism began to emerge in aristocratic 
circles. A wealthy retired colonel, Vasily Pashkov, was 
converted by a prominent Evangelical preacher from 
England, Lord Radstock. Pashkov enthusiastically 
converted his immediate circle in Saint Petersburg and 
initiated what is referred to as the Great Russian Awak-
ening. This awakening was not ‘great’ in numbers, yet 
it marked the beginning of the Evangelical movement 
that involved predominantly Russians (in terms of 
culture and native language, though not necessarily 
ethnicity) (Sinichkin 2017).
Russian Evangelicals formed three main groups: the 
Baptists, who were represented by two large commu-
nities that would merge in 1944-1945, the Pentecos-
tals, and the Seventh-day Adventists. In different 
variations, forming unions and splitting apart, these 
three major groups still continue to represent the ‘Old 
Russian Protestants’. They experienced a long history 
of persecution, isolation, and marginalisation during 
Soviet times (Nikolskaia 2009; Sawatsky 1981), and 
after the liberalisation of religion during Perestroika 
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in the mid-1980s, they often became associated with 
the numerous, newly-emerged, Charismatic and neo-
Pentecostal communities (Mikeshin 2020).
I focus on the registered Russian Baptist commu-
nity in north-western Russia, which is centred in 
Saint Petersburg. Despite the many similarities that 
do exist among the different Evangelical groups in 
Russia – Baptists, Pentecostals, Seventh-day Advent-
ists, and others – they nonetheless have irreconcilable 
differences in terms of their theologies and ideologies, 
and especially in their interpretation of the Bible. 
For example, Russian Baptists reject the glossolalia 
(praying in tongues) practiced by the Pentecostals, and 
also do not abide by the Old Testament laws that the 
Adventists obey, since the Baptists consider these rules 
to have been made obsolete by Christ’s teachings. All 
Evangelicals are biblical literalists by definition (for 
example, see Bebbington 1989), meaning that they 
believe in the inerrancy and sufficiency of the Bible 
for their faith and practices. However, Russian Baptists 
regard the Bible as the only source of revelation and 
narrative for salvation, while Pentecostals and Advent-
ists believe that there are, in addition, certain experi-
ences and pious practices that express their faith and are 
prerequisites for salvation. My research concentrates on 
the everyday interpretations and practical implementa-
tions of Baptist scriptural narratives and I thus view the 
ethical affordance of their sexual practices as stemming 
from a unique historical and theological perspective.
Being a marginal and marginalised religious 
community in the formally atheist Soviet state, Evan-
gelicals were often accused of rejecting worldly joy, 
secular education for their children, and the value of 
human life (Nikolskaia 2009; Beliakova and French 
2018; Beliakova and Kliueva 2018). They were 
also targets for the common accusation – levelled 
against all religions in Soviet times – of adopting 
obscurantism and Western inf luence. Evangelicals, 
in turn, constructed clear-cut ethical narratives by 
distinguishing their Christian living from ‘the world’. 
They refused to engage in communist ideological 
practices that they regarded as idolatry, including, 
among many others, forbidding their children from 
joining the Young Pioneers (Nikolskaia 2009). After 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, conventional ethical 
narratives were once again revisited, and the various 
religious communities formed their new responses. 
Sonja Luehrmann (2005) notes that these revisions of 
ethical narratives after the Revolution and the collapse 
of the Soviet Union followed the logic of ‘recycling’: 
declaring obsolete cultural elements as garbage, only to 
reformulate them into a new discourse.
In the new Russia, the ethical narratives of Evangel-
icals address political and economic instability, crime, 
and corruption, but first and foremost something that 
Jarrett Zigon (2011) refers to as ‘moral breakdown’. 
Zigon reviewed the literature reflecting on morality and 
ethics in post-Soviet Russia, and instead of supporting 
the normative idea of moral decline, he suggests that 
there are in fact multiple contesting moralities. He 
argues, furthermore, that moral practice does not need 
to be a conscious decision; it only becomes conscious 
when a person faces a situation that calls his morality 
into question. This moment of consciousness is the 
moral breakdown.
The narrative of moral breakdown is a recurrent 
theme in Russian Baptist testimonies. This is clearly 
illustrated in the life stories of converts that address 
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their sinful past, their born-again conversion, and their 
Christian life thereafter. Testimonies are a conventional 
practice of witnessing one’s conversion, and are used as 
a confirmation narrative for the church. They are also 
the most efficient evangelising technique for outsiders 
(Harding 1987). Converts refer to the problems in 
their previously sinful lives that led to the existential 
crisis that caused their surrender to Christ. A substan-
tial proportion of these problems in Russian Baptism, 
and Evangelicalism in general, include substance or 
alcohol abuse, crimes and incarceration, homeless-
ness, and severe illness. However, even if it is not the 
main problem, sexual immorality is almost always 
mentioned as a marker of a worldly sinful life. Denis, 
an active church member, refers in his testimony both 
to his own past, as well as to the worldly temptations 
he currently faces:
There were moments, maybe when I just first 
believed and started reading the Scripture. I thought 
I sincerely repented, and all that. Yet, all the time I 
stumbled upon the things I didn’t understand. One 
of those things was the interrelations with women. 
At that moment, it was hard for me to understand 
and to accept, well, how could that be? Right? Like, 
for instance, to marry a woman you don’t basically 
know, one you’ve never been intimate with. Yes, 
things like that. Because I lived in this kind of 
society, it dictated me, always told me the other way 
around: You should first try each other, like, get 
used to each other (priteret’sia), to see if you match 
with each other, if you feel good or not. And after 
that you marry. Right? Well, actually, what I read in 
the Bible and what is being preached, I see as quite 
the opposite. What I’ve been told before is sinful, 
right? And I see a confirmation of this in the Bible.2
Even converts who do not report engaging in prom-
iscuity or substance abuse in their past nevertheless 
adopt these as the markers of worldliness and sin. For 
example, Vladimir, a pastor in a small town, converted 
in his youth as a student of mathematics and physics, 
and he reminisced the following: ‘Since I never smoked, 
drank, or chased women, I considered myself a good 
man. But when I came to believe, I realised that my 
soul was as evil as anybody else’s and I needed Christ 
as much’.
In the following section, I demonstrate how gender 
order and family values are affordances of everyday 
religiosity in the Russian Baptist community. As I 
stated earlier, Russian Baptists are theologically similar 
to Pentecostals and Seventh-day Adventists. Nonethe-
less, all of these groups refer to their irreconcilable 
differences in terms of views that, while they gener-
ally allow them to recognise each other as Christians, 
prevent them from forming unions. Among these 
differences, Baptists are the most focused on the Bible, 
even to the point that the essence of the conversion 
narrative and of a Christian life is their internalisation 
of it (in its Russian Synodal translation) (Mikeshin 
2016; see also Coleman 2000).
The affordances of Christian life
As noted earlier, the practices that converts indicate as 
marking the difference between worldly and Christian 
conduct mostly include those that eventually lead to 
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conversion, such as substance abuse and crime, but they 
also include attitudes towards – and engagements with 
– the opposite sex. In this section, I discuss how gender 
order and family values become ethical affordances in 
the Russian Baptist community, to the point that they 
represent proper Christian living.
What exactly are the gender order and family values 
of Russian Baptists? As with many other Evangelicals, 
they adhere to complementarian theology, though they 
rarely refer to it in these terms. They believe that men 
and women complement each other, and are meant 
to fulfil the roles that God has assigned them. Men 
are therefore called to lead and teach in the church 
and in their families, and women are responsible for 
supportive tasks and everyday mundane issues. Within 
a family, this is manifested in a leadership role for men, 
who are responsible for making decisions and spiritu-
ally pastoring their families, as well as being the main 
providers. Women are predominately in charge of the 
household and raising the children, yet they are not 
discouraged from working full-time when needed.
Most of my Baptist interlocutors emphasised that 
this order by no means diminishes the role of women. 
Even though men and women are assigned different 
roles, they are equal in value because they are both 
image-bearers of God (Genesis 1:27). Moreover, the 
leadership position of men means greater responsibili-
ties, and thus greater accountability before God. This 
was explained by Denis as follows:
When I read, ‘Wife should fear her husband’, I 
understand that these words are not written so that 
I come to my wife and tell her, ‘You should fear me. 
You should respect me’. I first and foremost under-
stand that for me there are [other] words written: 
I should love her. And those words, ‘Let the wife 
fear her husband’, those are written for her. And 
in no circumstances should I rub her nose in it and 
demand from her what is written there. I should do 
what is written for me. Well, this was a big shock 
for me. Because I always lived with certain expecta-
tions from the people around.3
According to God’s assigned positions for men and 
women, the two are regarded as equal but different. 
They are also seen as psychologically suited; most of 
my interviewees emphasised men’s straightforwardness 
and strategic vision and women’s diplomatic skills and 
attention to detail. For example, a pastor of a big-city 
church, Andrey, compared men and women to the high 
beam and low beam of car headlamps. Most impor-
tantly, my informants indicated that the major quality 
for men is responsibility while for women it is care. As 
Andrey expressed, ‘A man is the one to whom God 
assigned responsibility for this world. And a woman 
helps him with it. That is, the main feature of the man’s 
character, man’s conduct, is the ability to take respon-
sibility for the people around [him], for this world, for 
his family’.
This difference in roles is taught along with 
distancing rules for unrelated people of different sexes. 
It is convention for believers to call each other brother 
and sister, but the distance is significantly shorter for 
people of the same sex. This is even evident in their 
behavioural patterns: apart from shaking hands when 
greeting someone or congratulating them on some-
thing important, unrelated people of different sexes 
rarely touch each other. At the same time, people of the 
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same sex are physically very close, and they constantly 
hug and kiss each other on the cheek, pat each other on 
the shoulder, and so on.
In a Russian Baptist home, this distance is taught 
from an early age. For adult converts, they must 
complete a system of seminars on gender issues and 
family values. Converts in the rehabilitation ministry 
learn these rules the hard way. Men and women are 
strictly segregated in every mixed facility. In general, 
men and women are not allowed to speak to each other 
and most of the time they are even discouraged from 
looking at each other. The logic behind these rules is 
that before anyone can engage in relations with the 
opposite sex, they must first repent, grow in their faith, 
and learn decency. It is emphasised that most recovering 
addicts have a particular past, which involves chaotic, 
promiscuous, abusive, and generally sinful and indecent 
sexual relations. Besides distancing between the sexes, 
rehabilitants are also taught appropriate gender roles 
through the spatial separation of labour: women are 
assigned to the kitchen, the children’s premises, and 
sewing workshops, while men are assigned to zones of 
hard manual labour (Mikeshin 2015).
In Robert Orsi’s (1985) terms, gender order 
constitutes the manifestation of lived Russian Baptist 
religiosity. Orsi discusses the way in which the 
Italian-American community in New York practices 
its Catholic faith, which is regarded by other Catholic 
communities as superstitious, inauthentic, and heret-
ical. Orsi argues that religion should not be regarded 
as a phenomenon, but as a lived everyday practice, thus 
the question of the authenticity of Italian-American 
Catholicism should not be defined by outsiders – at 
least for the purpose of social research. Likewise, the 
most important source of emic data on Russian Baptist 
everyday lived religion is not the theological convic-
tions of its believers, which might be recited in church 
settings but not deeply reflected upon; rather, the most 
practical implementation of their faith can be found in 
believers’ daily application of their ethical convictions, 
which are based upon their interpretation of the Bible.
The ethos of Russian Baptists includes many 
practical matters other than gender and family. They 
constantly face social tensions and resistance in broader 
Russian society when they abstain from alcohol (which 
is also common for those Baptists who never had an 
addiction), smoking, gambling, cursing, and bribing, 
especially when these practices are socially encour-
aged, such as in the army, in prison, or when dealing 
with the traffic police.4 Such tensions are common 
and widespread in the wider post-Soviet Evangelical 
context (for instance, Wanner 2007: 141-146), but I 
argue that these are not mundane situations and one 
may not necessarily face any of them on a daily basis. 
Besides, some of them depend on the circumstances 
of a particular individual. Gender and family, on the 
other hand, are issues that one has to face daily. Even 
those Baptists who are not married and not looking for 
a partner need to communicate with the opposite sex 
almost constantly while living in the world, and most 
of my unmarried male interlocutors reported often 
experiencing ‘temptations of the flesh’.
In Webb Keane’s (2016) terms, gender order and 
family values are examples of ethical affordances for 
Russian Baptists: potentialities that ethics create, 
but which moralities implement through individual 
actions. Such ethical affordances invite people to act in 
a certain way, though they do not determine that they 
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will act. Gender order is a believer’s ethical framework, 
which outsiders can share to a certain extent (they may 
fully or partially follow the same rules, but formulate 
them on a different basis). However, Baptists reflect on 
this framework not simply as a system of proper conduct 
for everyday use, but as a performative aspect of their 
Christianity. Along with other moral issues, some of 
which I have listed above, the Russian Baptist gender 
order and family values are their means to differentiate 
their Christian life from worldly living. This differen-
tiation works for both insiders (to verify an authentic 
conversion) and for outsiders (when evangelising, to 
testify to a repentant sinner’s change of heart).
To illustrate this idea, I refer to a former career 
criminal, Gennadii, who had served several prison 
sentences and had been highly respected in prison. He 
was converted by a Baptist prison ministry, and after 
his last release he seriously reconsidered his life. A 
decade later, I met Gennadii as an active missionary 
travelling far from home with a group of fellow 
ex-cons. He was a big, strong man with a loud voice, 
and he was the centre of everyone’s attention. Today, 
Gennadii is a pastor at his local church. During that 
missionary trip, his group visited a rehabilitation centre 
with me and a group of local ministers. During the 
common gathering, he shared his testimony. Among 
the stories of his criminal and incarcerated past, he 
mentioned that he had striven his entire life to prove 
to the world and himself that he was a real man. As a 
consequence, he had been aggressive, violent, strong, 
and promiscuous. Later, when he repented, he had 
stopped pursuing these goals and had focused instead 
on spiritual matters. Grennadii recounted that once, as 
he was driving his car with his young daughter, who 
was born after his conversion and a proper Christian 
wedding, he had a realisation: ‘I’ve suddenly realised 
that I’m a man! I’ve finally felt I’m a real man! I’m a 
father to my daughter, I’m a husband to my wife, I’m 
serving Christ. A real man!’
Gennadii’s testimony demonstrates a radical differ-
ence between worldly sinful perceptions of mascu-
linity – aggressive, violent, promiscuous – and the 
true Christian masculinity that he had unexpectedly 
discovered. His masculinity arose as a consequence 
and as evidence of his conversion, when he repented 
his old ways and began living according to God’s plan. 
Gennadii’s testimony was directed at a group of recov-
ering addicts, who could relate to his earlier quest for 
manhood through expressing a manly way of living. 
Serving as an example, Gennadii made a point that 
only the followers of Christ possess true masculinity 
and can be recognised by it.
Baptists face a multitude of gender and family issues 
on a daily basis. In the next section, I explore one of 
them that I also regard as an ethical affordance among 
the Russian Baptists in the same sense as suggested 
above. This issue is sex, or the practices of sexuality.
Sex as an ethical affordance of moderate 
conservatism
With regard to sex, Russian Baptists are moderate 
conservatives. They are conservative in terms of 
their strong position on extramarital sex, which is 
condemned even for engaged couples. Needless to say, 
Russian Baptists are also heteronormative and recog-
nise only two genders. I categorise their conservatism as 
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moderate, however, because they do not regard sex solely 
as a means of procreation. For Russian Baptists, sex has 
several conventional purposes, although all occur only 
within marriage. In this section, I will address aspects 
of this moderate conservatism within the framework of 
ethical affordances, to demonstrate the mechanism of 
separating Christian life from worldly life.
It is important to note that the members of a 
conservative community such as the Russian Baptists, 
even those with substantial life experience, are highly 
reluctant to discuss sex, especially with an outsider 
such as myself (although many of them have known 
me for many years). Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, 
one of my major methodological limitations was that 
I could only discuss these issues with men. Baptists 
consider these talks to be immodest, and apart from 
ethics, they base these considerations on the theology 
of marriage. Similar to other aspects concerning the 
relationship between spouses, their sex life is of the 
highest importance, even to the point of being sacred. 
In this situation, I needed to be particularly cautious 
not to provoke my interlocutors and not to embarrass 
them when they spoke about sex. Most importantly, I 
did not envision my task in terms of using euphemisms 
or attempting to work my way around the topic so that 
they would be forced to raise the issue themselves. On 
the contrary, I was always the first to mention sex. But 
when I did so, I clearly indicated that I was approaching 
the question with great seriousness, that I realised its 
crucial importance within family life, and that it was 
appropriate and logical to discuss it at that particular 
moment in our conversation.
Every believer who has completed a seminar on 
gender relations and family life at some point refers 
to the triangle of marriage. This triangle has God 
at the top and a man and a woman at the two other 
corners. This means that firstly and most importantly, 
each individual has to develop and build a relationship 
with God, and through this fundamental relation-
ship, a person is able to establish the right relationship 
with their spouse. Thus, the hierarchy of family life 
for every believer places God first and foremost, while 
the spouse is the first among humans. Children are 
regarded as a great commission (porucheniie) and a gift 
from God, a blessing, but their role in the family is not 
even close to that of a married couple As a small-town 
pastor named Ivan formulated it:
There are two most important commandments: 
your personal relationships with God and your rela-
tionships with women.5 From all the people, your 
close ones, the most important one is your spouse. 
Why? Because you’re one f lesh, as it is said in 
Genesis [2:24]. And the children, they are trusted 
to you as a commission.
Expanding on this position, Viktor, a family counsellor 
in a big-city church, said: ‘Espousal is more important 
than parenthood. Espousal is for a lifetime. What if 
[one’s] children grow up, should [one] divorce then?’
Given that a married couple is the centre of the 
family, sex is one of the central issues in the relation-
ship between spouses. With regard to gender issues, 
every adult convert I spoke with emphasised the differ-
ence between their attitude towards sex before and 
after repentance. The primary issue was sex outside 
of marriage, which most of my interlocutors had 
considered normal prior to their conversion. As noted 
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above, Denis referred to the conventional practice of 
future spouses ‘trying each other out’ to ensure that 
they match in every aspect. Indeed, many of my inter-
viewees spoke about promiscuity as a natural part of 
their morals before repentance, or even something they 
had once been proud of.
Fewer of my informants reached the point of 
discussing sexual practices per se, even in most general 
terms. Those who did mentioned that besides procrea-
tion, two other factors are important in the intimacy 
between spouses: spiritual unity and physical pleasure. 
The physical side of sex is deemed obvious and undeni-
able, as God purposely created humans to be sexual. 
My interlocutors commonly referred to the Song of 
Solomon, which, according to their interpretations, 
openly refers to Solomon’s intimacy with his spouse, 
which is essentially based on their love for each other. 
Those who have had more theological training, such as 
pastor Andrey, refer to the book of Genesis:
Here, in the second chapter of the Book of Genesis, 
it is said that when God brought a wife to Adam, 
he said, ‘[A] man leaves his father and his mother 
and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh’.6 
Right? That this unity of bodies, besides other 
things, well, it is God’s plan. It is a blessing, not a 
curse. [It is] a manifestation of harmony, unity, love, 
and not some kind of sin.
[…]
Speaking of f lesh, of relationships, this unity of f lesh 
– it is God’s plan. God created a human being like 
that, with certain organs. Well, why did he create 
this? So that they just, well, be? No. It is God’s plan. 
And there is also this interesting word ‘knew’. Here, 
it is used to describe the sexual relationship of Adam 
and Eve. This is the fourth chapter. It starts like 
this: ‘[Adam] knew … Eve, and she conceived and 
bore Cain’.7 Yes, this word ‘knew’, it demonstrates 
that it is not just a physiological act, a mechanical 
one, to reproduce offspring, but it is the means to 
get to know (poznat’) each other. Yes, there could be 
no children, yes, children [can be] born as a result 
of this poznaniie, but poznaniie is principal. That 
is, children are not the essential thing, although 
it is all interconnected, but poznaniie is. And it is 
interesting that it is repeatedly said in the Scripture 
about the relationship with God that we should get 
to know (poznavat’) God, and there it also has a 
very deep meaning. Somewhat close. That is, in the 
Russian translation, this word ‘knew’, it is used here 
as well, as we found, in the fourth chapter. About 
usual sexual relationships. But also about the deep 
spiritual relationship of a human and God, this 
word is used, yes. It demonstrates that God intended 
all this as a part of spiritual relationships, heartfelt 
(serdechnykh) relationships, but not as something 
separate, well, mechanical.
A family counsellor, Viktor, offered me a highly complex 
system of reasons for why couples engage in sexual 
relationships within a marriage. While he does have 
an exceptional position as an expert on family relations 
and someone with a solid theological background, his 
views may not be generally extrapolated to apply to the 
entire congregation. Nevertheless, it is important to 
mention some of them here, in addition to the conven-
tional reasons of procreation and unity. For instance, 
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Viktor mentioned joy and pleasure – both one’s own 
as well as one’s partner’s: ‘[When I] talk to the young 
[people] preparing to get married, [I ask them] what 
do you expect from the relationship? They say, to care 
[for her], so that she feels good. Okay, but do you want 
to get something yourself?’ Another noteworthy aspect 
that Viktor mentioned was gratitude to God: ‘Did you 
feel good? Give your thanks to God. Give thanks in 
all circumstances’.8 He concluded his explanation with 
an unorthodox metaphor: ‘Sex is like a brick wall. One 
can put up bricks, but how long will it stand without 
cement? Sex completes the relationship’.
Another way of illustrating sex as an ethical affor-
dance is to look at when this affordance is rejected and 
the whole conversion narrative fails. I met a recovering 
drug addict named Zhenia when he was 25 years 
old. At the time, he was supervising a rehabilitation 
programme in a rehab facility. Zhenia had completed 
the entire programme and had stayed on as a minister 
to honour his promise to God to serve him for several 
months. Before he had entered rehabilitation, he had 
worked as a dj, and club culture had been a regular part 
of his life. In that context, he had become addicted to 
amphetamines and other ‘club drugs’ such as mdma. 
Zhenia had gotten married at nineteen, though he 
had divorced soon after, whereupon he had engaged 
in multiple short-term relationships and one-night 
stands. He described his sexual life back then: ‘When 
I divorced my wife, I went mad. I had two hundred 
and sixty-eight girls. I ticked boxes. At first, I sought 
revenge on all females. But then I became interested 
in the psychology of women and started helping them’ 
(for more on Zhenia’s story, see Mikeshin 2017).
Zhenia genuinely repented during his rehabilitation, 
began learning the Bible, and accepted the dogma. 
However, he could not agree on one issue: sex. Firstly, 
he furiously rejected the idea of only having sex within 
marriage. He also fiercely criticised the idea of marriage 
between Christians only: ‘In every Baptist church, 
you’re being babbled on to that you can’t marry an 
unbeliever chick, since she’ll lead you into lechery. This 
is total bullshit! When I read an article of that [Viktor], 
I wanted to come over and kick his ass! (natianut’ glaz 
emu na zadnitsu)’.9
Zhenia did eventually partially accept the Russian 
Baptist dogma in the interpretation of the rehabilita-
tion ministry – he planned to live a Christian life, go 
to church, pray, and maybe even serve in some other 
ministry – yet he remained sexually active outside of 
the bonds of marriage. Zhenia was never baptised, and 
hence never became a church member; therefore he 
could manage for some time with only a partial accept-
ance of the dogma. He would never have been allowed 
to be baptised had he expressed his beliefs in church, or 
as a member he would have been formally suspended or 
excommunicated. Zhenia never made it to that point; 
because of his only partial acceptance of the Baptist 
principles, this led to the further weakening of his ties 
to the church after his ministry ended, and he gradu-
ally began smoking and drinking alcohol again, and 
then he relapsed and began doing drugs.
In suggesting the term ethical affordances, Keane 
seeks a concept that allows us ‘to grant the reality 
of certain properties that humans possess, without 
forcing us to conclude that these properties necessarily 
determine the results in every case’ (2016: 27). Zhenia 
thought he could pick and choose the principles that he 
liked or believed in, while passionately rejecting those 
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that he did not. For example, he also cursed profusely 
(when his elders could not hear), and in many cases, 
when he disagreed with conventional principles, he 
referred to Baptists using expressions such as ‘total 
assholes’ (urody voobshe). As a conservative community, 
the ethical programme of the Russian Baptists is strong, 
and even though there are some variations regarding 
different ethical and theological issues, opinions such 
as Zhenia’s – and especially their implementation – are 
condemned and have consequences. Moreover, for a 
recovering addict, the rehabilitation programme only 
works with a full acceptance of its ideology, which 
is based on the particular Evangelical reading of the 
Bible. A rejection of one tenet leads to the questioning 
of all the others and, hence, does not provide a suffi-
cient basis to overcome strong psychological addiction 
(Mikeshin 2017).
A different solution to having a promiscuous past 
similar to Zhenia’s is to repent. Many of my inter-
viewees referred to their former sinful views – and 
behaviours – regarding sexual matters when describing 
their current practices. For example, Aleksei, an active 
missionary and rehabilitation minister, described how 
his fellow believers date before marriage. A frequent 
practice is to invite a friend on a date with one’s future 
spouse, so that ‘the evil one doesn’t tempt you’. Aleksei 
mentioned that he himself had been such a third party 
several times, and that he approved of the practice 
wholeheartedly.
Many other interlocutors described to me their 
traditionally long process of courtship, dating, and 
engagement, which is common in Russian Baptist 
churches. Pastor Ivan, for instance, described his own 
courtship with his wife Sveta to me in detail:
The main thing in marriage is [having God’s] 
blessing. How does one come to know it? You 
should pray for a girl. Come to a spiritual leader 
(dukhovnik).10 [Then] pray together, as we did with 
Sveta over the phone every evening. If it doesn’t 
go away, come to a pastor. Ask your parents for a 
blessing. My mother still drinks, so when we called 
her and turned on the loudspeaker, she was drunk 
and could hardly utter this word: B’gslavliaiu ([I] 
bless you).
From Ivan’s description, it is evident that these practices 
were developed for the ideal situation when both parties 
are from Christian families. Ivan and many others 
nevertheless see good reasons to meticulously follow 
these practices, because they are based on the Bible. 
Moreover, the ‘hardcore’ adult converts – ex-addicts, 
ex-convicts, and so on – take pride in following all 
the rules and maintaining their pure relationships. 
They demonstrate that they are living in the right way 
through the stark contrast between their new and their 
former lifestyles. They frequently compare their old 
and new ways with such expressions as ‘nowadays I 
can’t do it’ (mne seychas tak nelzia).
I regard sex as an ethical affordance for Russian 
Baptists, who formulate proper sexual practices based 
on the Bible; that is, not focused solely and primarily 
on procreation, but also on unity, pleasure, and joy. As 
an affordance, these recommendations are not prereq-
uisites for salvation or even for legitimate membership 
in the church, yet they are regarded as key elements 




The Russian Baptist Church is a moderately conserva-
tive community. On the one hand, the conservative 
gender norms followed in this community limited my 
analysis to a male-dominated account. On the other 
hand, it nevertheless allowed me to indicate the most 
evident ethical affordances of the community’s gender 
order and family relations. Russian Baptists conceive of 
gender and family matters as the basis for God’s plan 
for human procreation and spiritual fulfilment; they 
believe that this is clearly established in the Bible. In 
this manner, they do not simply regard their traditional 
gender order and family values as an ethos or a rule 
of good conduct, but also perceive them as marking 
the distinction between Christian and worldly living 
and, essentially, they are a consequence and evidence of 
being a transformed, repentant, born-again individual.
In scrutinising the topic of sex as one vivid example 
of these values, I applied the term ethical affordance, 
as proposed by Keane (2016) – a moral potentiality 
that essentialises particular human experiences but 
does not strictly determine behaviour – to the Russian 
Baptist gender order. Accepting the sexual affordance 
of Russian Baptists, believers construct a moral narra-
tive that clearly distinguishes their Christian life from 
worldly living.
Discussing the topic of sex with members of a 
conservative community is problematic and potentially 
controversial, and it is next to impossible to speak about 
it with members of the opposite gender. However, 
Russian Baptists take the topic very seriously, and in a 
decent conversation they are ready to discuss its impor-
tance within the context of God’s plan and Christian 
life. Sex is not regarded as the only aspect of family life, 
but it is one of the fundamental aspects of marriage. 
For a Russian Baptist family, sex is, essentially, ‘like a 
brick wall’.
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1. The Great Commission is a conventional term among Evan-
gelicals, which refers to the call of Jesus to preach the word to 
the edges of the world: ‘Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit’ (Matthew 28:19, translated by 
nrsv).
2. All names have been replaced by pseudonyms.
3.  Denis refers here to Ephesians 5:33. In the Russian Synodal 
translation, as in some old English translations (The Geneva 
Bible, American Standard Version of the 19th century, Douay-
Rheims 1899 American Edition [dra], and others), it says ‘let 
the wife fear her husband’ (dra). This is unlike most modern 
translations, which use the word ‘respect’ instead of ‘fear’.
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4. One common story about the Baptist experience in modern 
Russia relates to passing the driver’s license test on the eighth 
attempt. It is next to impossible to pass the test without bribing 
the police through a complex system of mediators, and eight is 
the average number of times one must take the test without 
bribery before actually passing it. This could have something to 
do with both the formal and informal instructions of the 
examination units, because I have talked to and heard about 
many people who had made exactly eight attempts before get-
ting their license.
5. Ivan refers to Matthew 22:35-40: ‘[A]nd one of them, a lawyer, 
asked him a question to test him. “Teacher, which command-
ment in the law is the greatest?” He said to him, “You shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
and with all your mind.” This is the greatest and first com-
mandment. And a second is like it: “You shall love your neigh-
bor as yourself.” On these two commandments hang all the law 
and the prophets’ (nrsv).
6. Genesis 2:24, translated by nrsv.
7. Genesis 4:1, translated by nrsv.
8. Viktor refers to 1 Thessalonians 5:18.
9. This conversation took place five years before I actually first 
met Viktor in person, although I knew about him and his work. 
As far as I know, Zhenia has never met Viktor and has never 
had a chance to dispute his views in any manner.
10. A dukhovnik in the Russian Baptist context does not have such 
a conventional and established meaning as in Orthodox Chris-
tianity. Usually, a dukhovnik is a ‘brother’ more experienced in 
faith, not even necessarily a pastor, who either played a role in 
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